Herpes simplex virus antigens and inflammatory cells in oral lesions in recurrent erythema multiforme. Immunoperoxidase and autoradiographic studies.
Herpes simplex virus (HSV) antigens were sought in 15 biopsy specimens from both lesional mucosa and clinically healthy looking oral mucosa between attacks in patients with erythema multiforme (EM). Four of the eight biopsy specimens obtained from lesional EM mucosa stained positively with HSV-1-and/or HSV-2-specific antisera applied in direct immunoperoxidase staining. Of the 16 tissue specimens used as controls, two displayed positive staining with HSV-1 and/or HSV-2. Five of the seven biopsy specimens from macroscopically healthy oral mucosa obtained between attacks from patients with recurrent EM stained positively with HSV-1 and/or HSV-2. Of the six tissue specimens used as controls, three stained positively. Most of the local inflammatory mononuclear cells belonged to the T cell series, mainly to the CD-4 subset. A small proportion of the local T cells were blast transformed as assessed by CD-25 expression and [3H]thymidine incorporation. This, together with the findings showing a lower degree of activation in the biopsy from macroscopically healthy looking mucosa between attacks suggest an active role of the cell-mediated immune response in the genesis of oral lesions in EM. The persistence of HSV antigens, and the well-established role of HSV as a precipitating factor in recurrent EM, suggest that HSV may be involved, but since HSV seems to be present in other mucosal lesions as well as in clinically healthy mucosa, quite frequently an additional, hitherto unknown factor must be present in order that EM may occur.